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According to the World Bank's 1990 annual report on poverty, the most effective means to reduce
human misery are health care and education. The report mentioned China as exemplary of health
care policies. In the past 30 years, China's fertility rate has declined from 6.4 to 2.4 births per
woman. Infant mortality has dropped from 90 to 32 per thousand live births, and life expectancy
at birth has increased from 52.7 to 69.5 years. Education: The report indicated that between 1965
and 1985, the number of schools in low-income countries (excluding China) totaled about 775,000,
a nearly 60% increase. Meanwhile, the number of teachers rose by 55%. By 1985, schools numbered
approximately 985,000 in middle-income nations, and teacher numbers had increased 175% in the
20-year period. In 1965, low-income and middle-income countries invested an average 21% and
14%, respectively, of national budgets in school construction. Twenty years later, that proportion
had dropped to 12% for both categories of countries. Between 1965 and 1975, net enrollment rates
increased an average 5.7% in low-income countries, 5% in middle-income countries, and 2.3% in
middle-to-high-income nations. The World Bank report pointed out that government policies in
developing nations have favored post-secondary level training over facilities that would directly
benefit the poor. Brazil, for instance, dedicates 9% of its education budget to secondary-level
instruction, and 23% to post-secondary training. In low-income countries, more than 40% of those
who begin primary school never finish, while in middle-to-high income countries 85% finish. In
low- and low-to-middle- income nations, reading comprehension is "particularly deficient." Next,
the report indicated that primary school enrollment in the above categories of nations is in decline,
particularly in low-income countries, and in nations experiencing war or internal conflict. Health
care: Every year, millions of children under five years of age die of causes not generally considered
fatal in developed nations. On a global level, approximately 110 million children do not receive
a primary education. More than 90% of them are citizens of low- and middle-income nations.
World Bank officials estimate that between 70% and 85% of total public and private spending on
health care in developing nations is channeled into curative medicine. In contrast, 10% to 20% of
health care spending is dedicated to preventive medicine, and 5% to 10% in community health care
services. The report stated that the poor have not received benefits in proportion to the numbers.
Commentary: The report asserted that additional social service expenditures will not automatically
relieve the plight of the poor. Existing structures for allocation of these services must be reoriented
in favor of the poor, in terms of quantity and quality. If the foreign debt crisis persists throughout
the 1990s, 25 million people in Latin American and Caribbean nations will be living in conditions of
absolute or extreme poverty. Income and wealth distribution inequities are greater in Latin America
and the Caribbean than in other world regions. As a result, almost 20% of the region's population
live in absolute poverty, despite an average per capita income 500% greater than that of southern
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. According to the World Bank report, lifting the incomes of the poor
in Latin America and the Caribbean above the absolute poverty threshold would cost only 0.7% of
regional GDP, equivalent to a 2% income tax on the 20% of all households at the high end of the
income scale. (Basic data from Notimex, 08/01/90)
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